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seeks   to   examine   from   a   sociological   perspective   the   occupational   life­worlds   of   these 
students, and the risks they take in choosing to study for a doctorate.  It explores some of the 
narratives which students generated during their often faltering and difficult  transformational 



















Rudenstine,   1992;   Zuber­Skerritt   &   Ryan,   1994),   and   a   UK­specific   literature   has   also 
proliferated (Burgess, 1996). This period has also witnessed the rapid growth of practice­based 
research degrees in art and design in the UK (Painter, 1996; Candlin, 2000).   Although there 
has undoubtedly  been an advance  in  knowledge about  doctoral  students   in  the disciplines 
falling within the natural sciences, social sciences and humanities (Burgess, 1994; Delamont et  
al,   1997;   Graves   &   Varma,   1997),   this   does   not   hold   for   empirical   studies   of   students 
undertaking   practice­based research degrees in art and design. This route to the PhD still 
constitutes an innovative, and on occasion a disputed form of UK research study (cf. Macleod, 




 the   final  submission  must  be  accompanied  by  a  permanent   record  of   the  creative 
work(s);








degree regulation,  in terms of originality,   independence,  and the undergoing of a  viva voce 
examination.  This kind of  doctoral  study  presents  students with  an  interesting  challenge  in 
combining   elements   of   their   creative   work   (painting,   design,   photography,   ceramics, 
printmaking and so on) with a written analysis of that work  in text, CD or other form.  Presently, 
there is little empirical knowledge of how students handle and achieve this combination (cf. 
Macleod,   1998),   and   how   they   seek   to   resolve   some   of   the   tensions   and   contradictions 
between   the  artistic   and  analytic   dimensions  of   their  work.   This   paper   therefore   aims   to 




23   female),   located  at   25  UK  universities  and   colleges  and  undertaken  by  a   team of   two 
researchers, both with disciplinary backgrounds in sociology.   It had originally been planned to 
undertake follow­up interviews to chart the progress of the students, but unfortunately financial 
constraints  precluded   this.     It   should  also  be noted   that   the   research  was  not  designed   to 










point  of   submission.    Twenty  of   the  students  were  studying  part­time,  many  of  whom had 
considerable experience of earning a living via their creative endeavour.  
The   primary   purpose   of   the   interviews   was   to   gain   an   understanding   of   students’   lived 
experience.     The   interview   agenda   covered   topics   such   as   relationships   with   research 
supervisors,   relationships   between   practice   (making)   and   theory,   practice   and   artistic 
community, practice and the self,  practice and writing,  and students’  conceptions of   identity. 
Students were also encouraged to talk about any other issues of significance to them.  Given the 
relative paucity of research on these practice­based students, the aim of the project was not to 





that   data   collection   and  analysis  were   synchronous  and  ongoing,   but   in   a   less   formalized 




As Jenkins  (1996:  29)  notes,   the  concepts  of   ‘self’  and   ‘identity’  can  be argued   to  be  co­
terminous, with self as ‘each individual’s reflexive sense of her or his own particular identity, 
constituted vis à vis  of others in terms of similarity and difference’. This internal understanding 






The   importance  of   narrative   activity   has   been  emphasized  by  many,   including   those  who 












(Becker,   1977)   of   their   experience.    As  noted  above,   it  was  unfortunately   not   possible   to 
undertake  longitudinal   research,  and therefore  to chart   individual  and group change over a 
certain time span.   Elements of the data from all stages of the student experience, however, 
have   been   utilised   to   create   a   composite   picture   portraying   the   changes  which   students 
described  in  some detail  as  occurring during  their  doctoral  study.       In  order   to convey  the 








































creativity,  as  these  feelings were expressed both within  and  through their  work.     Intimately 




the   juxtaposition   of   objects.       Intuition   was   also   linked   to   notions   of  spontaneity  and 
responsiveness   to   impulses   emanating   from   the   creative     imagination.     A   further   quality 
interviewees perceived  in   themselves was  that  of  openness,   in   terms of   receptivity   to new 
ideas,  and willingness  to explore  in  innovative directions.  Ultimately,  all   these  qualities  and 
characteristics were perceived to be highly influential in facilitating  their creative work. 
Holding   these   conceptions   of   identity,   students   then  encounter  with   some   shock   the   new 
domain of research, where supervisors, research training courses, and methodology texts, for 
example,   place   great   emphasis   on   somewhat   different   values.   In   essence,   research  was 
presented  to students  as  a  highly   rational  process,  which  involved  the erection  of  abstract 
categories   so   as   to   formulate   theory.     ‘Objectivity’   in   the   form   of     analysis,   the   precise 
formulation  of  argument,   the   logical  progression of   ideas  and  the  systematic    collection  of 
evidence,  was also heralded as a necessary component of effective doctoral research.   New 
parameters of  correct  conduct  and procedure  provided powerful  messages   to students.     In 
10
addition,  students’   research  projects  are  subject   to  a   framework  of   institutional   regulations 










Initially,  when   encountering   these   contrasting   and   countervailing   imperatives,   students   felt 
confused.  Generally, their prior experience of art and design education had contained little to 
forewarn  and  prepare   them  for   the  specific  strictures  of  doing  doctoral     research,  nor   the 




and canons,  and  this  had  been  via  art  history  courses,  or  design ergonomics.  Although  a 
majority   of   interviewees   had   actually   studied   at   Master’s   level,   these   degrees   were 
predominantly based solely on the submission of individual  creative output, without any formal 
research component.    Whilst all students  had some prior   experience of academic forms of 
writing, the volume and sophistication demanded  at research degree level were perceived as 
unsettling and intimidating.   The process of drafting a research proposal, specifying temporal 
plans,   the  particular     linguistic   forms  in  which such plans  have  to be  codified,  and  all   the 
associated bureaucratic process (applications forms, vetting committees, approval processes), 
11









6; Griff,  1960: 223) have noted,   people  in the creative arts place great emphasis   on their 







potentially   the    most   exciting   and   extensive   exploration   of   their   creative   impulses,   whilst 
simultaneously   those   very   impulses   were   subject   to   restriction   by   forces   not   previously 
imagined.
“As soon as I start putting down structures, I can’t write freely, so it becomes disjointed 





















sacrifices   involved   in   remaining   full­time     students  or  paying   their   own   fees  as    part­time 
students.  This was often accompanied by statements stressing that generally very few artists 











In addition,   the time and energy devoted to the research component  of their work, such as 




There  was   consequently   a   tension  between   these   activities,   for   no  matter   how   intimately 
connected to the making, the research components were no substitute for the making per se. 
Hence,  time spent  away from their practice was construed as a sacrifice demanded by the 










From   the   student   standpoint   these   sacrifices  were   of   considerable   significance,   given   the 
feared negative  consequences for both their  creative making and artistic reputation. 
Rooted   in   scenarios  which   involved   the   taking  of   such   chances,   students   also  articulated 




history,   theory,   biography   etc.     This   required   the   systematic   accumulation,   and   eventual 
presentation,   of   evidence   and   explanation,   placing     their   own   creative   processes   and 




(ceramics,  glass etc),  a good deal  of  anxiety  was manifest  amongst  students  at   the  threat 
posed by this dénouement.  The risk was articulated in a number of ways.  Great unease was 




would  have  deleterious  consequences   for   the  way   in  which   the   final  creative  product  was 
perceived.  These concerns related not just to the judgment of an academic audience, but also 
of the wider creative community.  As one student indicated:  
“I   find  it  quite disturbing  that   I’m supposed to reveal all   the  inner workings of what   I 
make... Well, one likes to think one has individual ways of doing things, of putting things 
together, of choosing things, that sort of stuff.. Up to this point all that has been a private 






impinge   upon   their     emotional   capacity   to   create   and   innovate.     Gains   in   terms   of   the 
development of analytical thinking were perceived to threaten their very creativity; the prized 
qualities of intuition, openness, and spontaneity might be constrained, distorted, desiccated, by 
this new found power. Students   feared that the more time expended on the   analysis,   the 
greater the risk to creativity. Transition between the modes of creativity and analysis required of 













energies  and  expertise,  making    credible  conceptions of   identity  difficult   to  sustain   in  both 
domains.   Upon encountering the new terrain of doctoral study, students initially attempted to 





Students  enter  doctoral  study  with  considerable  expertise   in  making,   in  whatever  medium. 
When questioned about this expertise, two salient points emerged. First, there was a   haptic 




manual   dexterity   and   sensitivity,   was   a   particular   way   of   seeing   (Goodwin,   1994,   1995), 
17
developed to a high degree of sophistication, and attuned to features such as the synthesis of 
colours,   the   relationship   between     objects,   the   configuration   of   different   shapes,   the 
complexities  of   light  etc.    Whilst   this  expertise  is  brought   into   the  research  arena,   it  alone 
cannot guarantee successful  completion of a PhD.   To achieve the  latter,  students  need to 
acquire  expertise   in   the  craft    practices   (Mills,  1975)  of   research.    However,  as  previously 

















Students   who   managed   this   transformation   successfully,   learned   to   develop   an  affinity 
between their   practice and their research on that practice.   These students came to realise 
that   their   new   research   craft   was   itself   creative,   in   ways  which   they   had   not   previously 
18





that   their  making   followed   a   developmental   cycle,   from   initial   ideas,   through   selection   of 
materials,   design, construction, revision, to final production.   An analogous process could be 
detected in the research program.   Students also came to realize that this process was not in 






like  synchronicity  and  serendipity,  and   I  have   realised   it’s  sort  of  similar   in   terms of 
process.  By doing that I have  begun to grasp how my work actually  ‘works’, and I can 
see the overall pattern of its development, so in that sense it’s also a  creative process... 
I  play around with the physical    materials and I play around with different  kinds of,   I 
suppose mental  materials, so I can construct explanation.”
Along  with   the   acknowledgement   of   research   as   a   creative   process,   another   narrative   of 
discovery   was   generated   concerning   the   analytical   writing.     With   few   exceptions,   those 
interviewed could not be considered skilled in analytical writing. Their previous education (at 
undergraduate and Master’s levels) had placed great emphasis on communication via making, 






written text  in one form or another.   This constitutes a vital  developmental  step,  for without 





their   hands   in   constructing   the   analysis.      Whilst   not   following  Barthes   (1977)   entirely   in 
entrusting   the hand with the task of writing as quickly as possible, and in almost 
automatic  fashion  before  the  head  is  aware  of  the  thought,  students  certainly 







text   initially  on computer  screen.     Instead,   the vast  majority    chose  to use more  traditional 
means (notebooks, logs, diaries, etc), and then transfer the handwritten draft to computer.
Students   often   compared     the   process  of   developing   proficiency     at   analytic  writing  with 
previous experiences of being novices in art and design, or  perhaps when they had changed 
20
one creative  medium  for  another   (drawing   to  design,  etc).    They   recalled   their   struggle   to 



























These   kinds   of   narratives   focus  upon   the   advantages   in   aesthetic   terms   of   developing  a 
capacity to analyze individual   creative method, as opposed to fearing the analytic mode. A 





pedigrees. By coming to comprehend,   in great detail,   how their work was constructed,   its 
intellectual locus, why it was being propelled in certain directions, and so on, the relationship to 
that  work changes.   Students  understand  the totality  of   their  work, and this comprehension 
generates another  narrative of empowerment,   relating to the capacity  to articulate,   to  voice 
their  work,  both   to   themselves  and     to   their   public.    So,  analytic   confidence,   rooted   in  a 
thorough  understanding  of   their  work   in   terms  of  decisions  and  choices  made,   its  precise 
amalgamation of  elements,  and its contextual  or historical  place,  produces and sustains   a 
more developed capacity to articulate and justify the making:
“A few years ago at shows of my work or when giving a talk about it, I was   sort of a 




















activity of research,  in all   its dimensions, had been accepted as meaningful  in  itself.    This, 
interviewees   felt,   worked   to   enhance   their   creativity.     In   effect,   students   embarked   on   a 
narrative journey which can be charted as follows (recalling that the apparent linearity is for 









The students’   transformational   journey   is  of  course  social,   for  as  Mead   (1934)   long  ago  pointed  out, 
audience    response and validation  is vital    for  the construction, maintenance and change of  individual 
identity.  The interviews revealed that, perhaps not surprisingly, such validation was primarily sought from, 
and provided by fellow students, together with PhD supervisors, as students constructed,  ‘performed’, and 
communicated  their  partially   transformed selves.    The students  subsequently  engaged   in   interactional 





‘a   feel   for   the  game’,  which  allows   the   individual   to  adopt   the   right   strategies  and  make   the  correct 
decisions in the act of making.   As portrayed, during the process of doctoral study, students also begin to 
get a feel for the game of research, which is situated within the field of higher education (Bourdieu, 1988), 
and   in   turn   to   solve   their   research   problems.     Students   therefore   construct   and     inhabit   a   form   of 
synthesized   habitus.   On the one hand, this synthesis involves formally transmitted technical   expertise, 
such as knowledge about the temperatures at which materials (glass, metal, clay etc) transform, or how to 
run software packages.  On the other hand, it involves the assimilation of what Polanyi (1983) has termed 
‘tacit  knowledge’,  for example,  familiarity with the kind of shapes in to which certain   materials can be 
sculpted; knowing when to ask a particular kind of interview  question.   The newly­formed   habitus   then 
provides the bedrock of practice from  which students construct  the identity of creator­researcher.  In terms 
of identity salience (Stryker, 1987); it is this ordering of the role with which they identify, rather than that of 









narratives of disturbance (confusion, constraint),  or    enhancement (discovery) of  their    making,      were 
accessible due to their  membership of  the occupational/educational community of artists/designers.   In 
contrast, some of the other narratives employed, such as those of sacrifice, risk, and empowerment (Miller, 
1998; Green, 1997; Seymour, 1998)  proliferate  within the wider culture.  
In terms of  identity, as Kickbusch (1988) has pointed out,   taking certain risks may be essential  to the 





combined.   At  this watershed in their educational career, a highly significant change in student  identity 
occurred,  as   they  began,   slowly  and  often   falteringly,   to   incorporate   the   role  of   researcher   into   their 
repertoire.   This may well have ramifications for the design of research training programmes for practice­
based doctoral students  in art and design,  and also for the training of  their  supervisors.   Some of the 
problems specific to the supervision of art and design research degrees have been charted elsewhere 
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